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Abstract 

Mainstream climate fiction has three main problems, namely a lack of diverse protagonists, its 

linear and temporal representation of nature, and its lack of representation of different belief 

systems. Therefore, I answer the following research question in this thesis: To what extent do 

Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower and Cherie Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves challenge 

the future imaginaries of mainstream climate fiction? I contend that the case studies challenge 

conventional climate fiction in three ways: through the protagonists’ unique characteristics, 

their perspective on nature, and their belief systems. I study the research question by means of 

a qualitative method, namely through a textual analysis. Firstly, I suggest that Parable of the 

Sower’s protagonist Lauren’s unique characteristics are her gender performance and her 

hyperempathy syndrome. For The Marrow Thieves’ Frenchie these are his Anishinaabe 

ancestry, the violence against his people, the use of ‘Story’ in his culture, his ‘coming-to’ 

story, and the relation with his native language. Secondly, I show that the protagonists’ 

perspectives on nature make the novels different from conventional climate change fiction. 

Lauren engages with nature through cultivation and temporary stewardship, while Frenchie 

engages with nature through healing the land, cyclical temporality, and symbolism. Thirdly 

and lastly, I discuss the protagonists’ belief systems. Lauren lives by the rules of Earthseed, 

while Frenchie and his people live in accordance with ‘collective continuance’. The 

implications of these findings are that the case studies provide very necessary additions to 

climate fiction, and that they form examples for making the genre more diverse and inclusive. 

Key words: climate fiction, climate injustice, Indigenous literature, apocalypse, 

dystopia, nature 
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Introduction 

According to Axel Goodbody and Adeline Johns-Putra (2019), climate change fiction, 

or ‘cli-fi’ emerged in 2013. Climate fiction novels provide “a description of the effects of a 

dramatic change in the Earth’s climate on a particular location and a vision of the options 

available to a population seeking to adapt to or mitigate those effects” (Irr, 2017, p. 1). 

However, writing fiction about climate change provides its challenges. In this thesis, I identify 

three problems with mainstream climate fiction. The first problem is addressed by Matthew 

Schneider-Mayerson (2017), who writes that the protagonists of climate fiction novels are 

mostly “wealthy, American, white, cis-gendered heterosexual males” (p. 317). The overuse of 

this stereotypical protagonist causes an underrepresentation of minority groups that actually 

suffer most from the effects of climate change. The perspectives of these minority groups can 

provide a more complex and realistic take on climate change, and form a contrast to the 

mainstream dramatized and spectacularized portrayal of climate change.  

 The second problem with mainstream climate fiction is its descriptions of the linearity 

and temporality of nature. The apocalypses these mainstream novels attempt to describe, as 

Emily Childers and Hannah Menendez explain (2022), have a linear timeline the writers 

adhere to: there is a clear distinction between before and after the apocalypse. The natural 

violence that forms the start of these apocalypses is displayed as an immediately perceivable, 

dramatic and shocking event. For example, volcanic eruptions that destroy entire countries, 

floods with millions of causalities, or deadly viruses that put an end to the human population. 

The third problem with mainstream climate fiction is its lack of representation of diverse 

beliefs systems and religions. The common worldview is that of the stereotype protagonist 

that Schneider-Mayerson refers to, but other perspectives, including different perspectives on 

climate change, are hardly ever portrayed in climate fiction. 
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 This thesis therefore explores how climate change novels by minority groups 

challenge mainstream displays of climate change fiction. In order to achieve this, I analyse 

two case studies, namely Parable of the Sower (1993/2019) by Octavia E. Butler, and The 

Marrow Thieves (2017/2022) by Cherie Dimaline. The case studies challenge mainstream 

climate fiction in three ways: through its protagonists, their views on nature, and their belief 

systems. These aspects oppose the standard heteronormative and racialized assumptions of 

climate fiction, which matters because climate fiction needs to become more diverse and 

inclusive than it currently is. 

 Parable of the Sower was written by the African American author Octavia E. Butler. 

The novel is the first part of the Parable series, followed by Parable of the Talents 

(1998/2019). The third novel would be Parable of the Trickster, but it remained unpublished 

as the series was never finished (Los Angeles Review of Books, 2014). The novel is narrated 

from the perspective of the fifteen-year-old Lauren Olamina, who records her experiences of a 

dystopian America in her diary. Laura resides with her family in Robledo, a deteriorating 

gated community close to Los Angeles. Over the years, she creates a religion called 

‘Earthseed’ as she navigates the broken world and society around her. 

 The Marrow Thieves was written by Cherie Dimaline, an Indigenous Canadian author 

belonging to the Métis Nation. The Canadian Encyclopedia defines Métis as “people of the 

Métis Nation, who trace their origins to the Red River Valley and the prairies beyond” 

(Gaudry, 2023). The novel follows the story of Frenchie, an Indigenous teenager in a 

dystopian, future Canada. Frenchie and his found family try to survive the current state of the 

world, while they are hunted for a special attribute Indigenous people possess; their bone 

marrow makes them able to dream, while the rest of the world has lost this ability. 
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 The previous research on climate fiction is quite extensive, consisting of papers and 

books about climate change fiction in general, and papers that analyse Parable of the Sower, 

The Marrow Thieves or other climate fiction case studies. Examples of research on climate 

fiction include the work of Schneider-Mayerson (2017), and Goodbody and Johns-Putra 

(2019). An example of previous research about apocalypticism in fiction is Frank Kermode’s 

(1970) work. There are also papers about Indigenous worldviews, but these are less extensive. 

Two examples of authors that engage with climate fiction and Indigenous worldviews are 

Kyle P. Whyte (2018), and Childers and Menendez (2022). I build on these examples and 

other previous research by implementing their perspectives to support my analysis of the two 

case studies. What I contribute to previous research is the specific focus on the comparison of 

two case studies by authors from minority groups in relation to mainstream climate fiction. 

My research question is as follows: To what extent do Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower 

and Cherie Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves challenge the future imaginaries of mainstream 

climate fiction? I hypothesize that Parable of the Sower and The Marrow Thieves provide a 

different perspective on the dramatized displays of climate change that are typically present in 

Western climate change novels. 

I study the research question by means of a qualitative method, namely a textual 

analysis. The aforementioned case studies are analysed with the help of relevant academic 

books and articles. This method is most effective to answer the research question, because it 

allows for an in-depth analysis with different perspectives on the topic. 

The study starts with a chapter about the necessary background information about the 

genre of climate fiction, background information about the authors, and the publication 

history of the novels. In the second chapter I discuss that the protagonists from the case 

studies have characteristics that make them unique compared to an example of a mainstream 

climate fiction protagonist, namely Mitchell Zuckor from Nathaniel Rich’s (2013/2014) Odds 
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Against Tomorrow. Lauren’s unique characteristics include her gender performance and 

hyperempathy, and for Frenchie this is his ancestry, the violence against his people, the use of 

‘Story’ in his culture, his ‘coming-to’ story, and his relation to his native language. Next, in 

chapter three, I argue that the protagonists each have their own unique perspective on nature 

and how to engage with it, namely through cultivation and temporary stewardship (Parable of 

the Sower) and through healing, cyclical temporality, and symbolism (The Marrow Thieves). 

In the last chapter I analyse how these perspectives on nature are based on their belief 

systems: I suggest that Lauren lives by the rules of her self-established religion, and that 

Frenchie and his people live in accordance with ‘collective continuance’. I also compare the 

case studies with how Odds Against Tomorrow engages with religious ideas. Lastly, I 

summarize my findings in the conclusion. 
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Chapter 1: The Rise of Climate Change Fiction 

In this chapter I discuss the background information for this thesis: I explore the genre 

of climate fiction, provide information about the authors of the case studies, and go into the 

publication history of the novels. I start with a discussion of the genre of climate fiction, 

followed by information about the authors, and the publication history of the novels. 

 Between 2000 and 2010 climate fiction became a prevalent topic in the media and 

formed an inspiration for creative outlets such as films, songs, and series (Schneider-

Mayerson, 2017). According to Goodbody and Johns-Putra (2019), climate change fiction 

emerged in 2013 as a way to express the concerns about climate change in the Anthropocene 

(p. 229). The Anthropocene commonly refers to “the most recent period in the earth's history, 

when human activities have a very important effect on the earth's environment and climate” 

(Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). Goodbody and Johns-Putra distinguish two main types of cli-fi 

novels: 

[T]he first type tends to be set in a recognisable, realist present (or very near future) 

and the second in a futuristic climate-changed world, which one could characterise as 

apocalyptic, post-apocalyptic, or dystopian, depending on just how much this is 

premised on sudden disaster, its aftermath, or a prolonged state of decline. (p. 234) 

These two types of climate fiction novels can also take on an in-between form, where for 

example the setting is recognisable, while the circumstances are more reflective of an 

apocalyptic setting. 

Writing fiction about climate change brings forth its challenges. One of these 

challenges becomes apparent in an emerging theme that Schneider-Mayerson (2017) brings 

up, namely climate injustice. American authors tend to struggle with providing the reader with 
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an accurate representation of climate injustice. Or, in the words of Schneider-Mayerson, the 

authors often create “a nationalist framework that is inconsistent with the biophysical reality 

and lived transnational experience of climate change” (p. 317). This thesis therefore aims to 

highlight a more diverse and realistic representation of climate change. Realistic herein refers 

to a more accurate representation of the groups that suffer most from climate change, and a 

focus on different perspectives compared to the cataclysmic displays of climate change. I 

analyse this through engaging with two case studies from authors from minority groups, 

respectively. 

The first case study of this thesis is Parable of the Sower by Octavia E. Butler. Shelley 

Streeby (2018) provides her reader with an in-depth overview of Butler’s background and 

career in her book, wherein she describes Butler as “a major climate change intellectual” (p. 

72). Butler was born in Pasadena, California in 1947 (Rothberg, 2021), and passed away in 

2006 (Streeby, p. 70). She did not have an easy family situation while growing up, but 

nevertheless became a very successful writer (Rothberg, 2021). Butler struggled with the 

confinement of the science fiction genre, and therefore labelled herself a “HistoFuturist”, 

meaning “someone who extrapolates from the historical and technological as well as the 

present in imagining the future” (Streeby, p. 24). Besides writing novels, she also researched 

topics related to climate change, as well as being involved in politics, economics, and social 

issues. Her archive consisted of countless notebooks, journals, collected clippings, and more 

writing (Streeby, pp. 72-73).  

The topics she was interested in had a major influence on her ideas for Parable of the 

Sower, which she started thinking about as early as 1986, struggling over the years to decide 

on the form of the story. Butler started writing the novel in the late 1980s and early 1990s, and 

at the time of its release in 1993, the novel became one of the first works to paint a picture of 

the possible results of the effects of climate change. It is important to note that Butler’s work 
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is now categorized as climate fiction, but at the time it was published it was often referred to 

as science fiction. Another term that was used to refer to her work, in this case by her editor, is 

“speculative fiction” (Streeby, p. 25), used “to define the genre expansively and to highlight 

writing that had previously been invisible but was there all along” (Streeby, p. 25). Butler has 

received a total of 39 awards or nominations for her oeuvre according to the Science Fiction 

Awards Database (2023). This database is, aside from Wikipedia, the first hit for searching 

‘Parable of the Sower prizes’, which shows that Butler is still mainly known under the term 

science fiction and not ‘HistoFuturist’ as she preferred herself. Parable of the Sower has 

earned her two awards or nominations, namely a nomination for the Nebula awards in 1995, 

second place for the Locus awards in 1995. Her story was adapted into a graphic novel by 

Damian Duffy and John Jennings in 2020, which won a Hugo Award and Ignyte Award in 

2021. 

The second case study is The Marrow Thieves by Cherie Dimaline. Dimaline provides 

an extensive family background on her personal website, and writes she is a Métis author 

from the Historic Georgian Bay Métis. She has worked in and for the Indigenous community 

all her life, and always wanted to be a writer, not shying away from difficult subjects 

(Dimaline, n.d.). Dimaline has 10 books to her name so far, and she has won several prizes, 

especially for The Marrow Thieves (Dimaline, n.d.). Among these prizes are the Governor 

General’s Award for English-language children’s literature in 2017 and the Burt Award for 

First Nations, Métis and Inuit Literature in 2018 (Indigo, 2024). In the next chapter follows 

the analysis of the two case studies, starting with a study of the protagonists Lauren and 

Frenchie. 
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Chapter 2: Protagonists: Lauren and Frenchie’s Unique Characteristics 

I argue that the lack of diverse protagonists in climate fiction causes 

underrepresentation of the groups that suffer most from the effects of climate change, 

resulting in novels that do not add new perspectives or ideas to already existing climate 

novels. Childers and Menendez (2022) address this by saying the following: “[y]et, as often as 

apocalyptic narratives are deployed to express those [climate change related] anxieties and 

experiences, they so often ignore the histories and presents of peoples who have already lived 

through multiple apocalypses” (p. 211). In other words, the groups who are affected most by 

the effects of climate change have suffered or are still suffering in different ways, and are now 

confronted with the current state of the climate. This chapter highlights the unique 

characteristics of the protagonists from Parable of the Sower and The Marrow Thieves and 

compares them to the stereotypical cli-fi protagonist. It is important to note that I interpret 

terms concerning gender and sexual orientation in the novels at face value, by which I mean 

that I interpret them as they are presented in the text. 

The chapter starts with an example of a mainstream climate fiction protagonist, 

namely Mitchell Zuckor from Nathaniel Rich’s Odds Against Tomorrow (2013/2014). Next, I 

contend that the protagonist from the first case study, Parable of the Sower, is unique 

compared to the mainstream climate fiction protagonist. Her main unique characteristics are 

her gender performance, and her hyperempathy syndrome. I start with a short comparison to 

Scheider-Mayerson’s characterisation of the stereotypical climate fiction protagonist, 

followed by the two sections. After Parable of the Sower, I explain why I argue that the 

protagonist from the second case study, The Marrow Thieves, is unique compared to 

mainstream climate fiction protagonists. My argument is divided into five sections, namely 

Frenchie’s unique ancestry, the violence against his people and the resurgence of violence, the 

use of Story, Frenchie’s ‘coming-to’ story, and his language. Similar to the structure of the 
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sections from Parable of the Sower, I begin with a short comparison to Scheider-Mayerson’s 

characterisation of the stereotypical climate fiction protagonist, followed by the five sections. 

The chapter ends with a summary of the arguments 

As mentioned in the introduction, Schneider-Mayerson (2017) characterizes the 

mainstream cli-fi protagonist as a “wealthy, American, white, cis-gendered heterosexual male 

[..]” (p. 317). An example of Schneider-Mayerson’s description is protagonist Mitchell Zuckor 

from Nathaniel Rich’s Odds Against Tomorrow (2014) The novel follows the story of Mitchell 

in New York City, whose disastrous predictions for the future come true. Mitchell is a young, 

white, American, cis-gendered heterosexual American male. There are only two aspects of 

Mitchell’s character that diverge from the standard: his father has a different cultural 

background than solely American, and Mitchell is not wealthy at the start of the novel. Firstly, 

Rich describes Mitchell’s father as follows: “[h]is father, a Hungarian refugee who owned 

housing projects in east Kansas City, contributed an eccentric, brooding manner and a 

depressive sense of humor” (p. 4). His father thus is a Hungarian refugee, which means his 

roots diverge a little from Mayerson’s stereotype. However, Mitchell is still privileged 

compared to minority groups. These groups suffer more from the consequences of climate 

change, and essentially Mitchell is still a white male with all the privileges that come with that 

position. Secondly, Mitchell’s apartment is indicative for his lower economic status at the 

beginning of the novel: “[h]e rarely saw the place by daylight. Not that it admitted daylight. 

He had only a single, grime-coated window in the living room[.] This was an unhappy 

apartment. It was not just depressing – it was itself depressed” (p. 49). When Mitchell gets a 

job at FutureWorld, his economic status improves. Aside from these two slight differences 

with a mainstream climate fiction protagonist, Mitchell fits Schneider-Mayerson’s profile 

perfectly. Schneider-Mayerson is critical about the achievements of the novel in the sense that 

it does not add much to the genre of climate fiction or give any useful insights:  
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Unfortunately, like most other cautionary fables, it [Odds Against Tomorrow] achieved 

little more than a vision of destruction and disintegration, tempered, in this case, by an 

antiquated back-to-the-land resolution and the cynical (and perhaps accidental) lesson 

that wealth and privilege are dependable buffers in times of environmental crisis. (p. 

314) 

I thus conclude that a novel with more diverse protagonists who offer a different perspective 

on climate change have the potential to bring new insights and perspectives to climate fiction 

novels. When a protagonist has a more diverse ethnic or cultural background, age, nationality, 

gender or sexuality, they have the potential to show a different side of climate change and its 

effects compared to a mainstream cli-fi protagonist. This is certainly the case for Parable of 

the Sower and The Marrow Thieves, which the next sections focus on. 

Lauren Olamina 

Lauren Olamina, the protagonist of Parable of the Sower is very different from the 

stereotypical mainstream climate fiction protagonist. Referring back to the characterisation of 

Schneider-Mayerson (2017), Lauren is anything but a “wealthy, American, white, cis-

gendered heterosexual male [..]” (p. 317). She is a young African-American woman, who is 

15 years old at the beginning of the story and 18 in the last chapters. The novel only shows 

men as her lovers, implying that she is heterosexual. Regarding wealth, her family cannot be 

described as prosperous, but at the beginning of the story Lauren does live in Robledo, a gated 

community where her father, a Baptist minister, is the community leader. In Butler’s 2024-

America it is a privilege to have a roof over your head, let alone to have protective walls 

around you. The majority of people live on the streets, as Lauren describes in an early 

chapter: “[c]razy to live without a wall to protect you. Even in Robledo, most of the street 

poor – squatters, winos, junkies, homeless people in general – are dangerous. They’re 
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desperate or crazy or both. That’s enough to make anyone dangerous” (p. 10). Later on when 

their community is destroyed by an attack, Lauren loses this more well-off position. Lauren’s 

story diverges from the ‘cis-gendered’ aspect of Schneider-Mayerson’s characterisation, as is 

expanded upon in the next section.  

Lauren does not present herself in a typical cis-gendered way throughout the narrative, 

because she shows different gender performances. Lauren’s gender performances make her a 

unique climate fiction protagonist, especially when compared Mitchell. Even though it can be 

derived from the story that Lauren identifies as a woman, she chooses to present herself as a 

man when she starts her journey. 

Gender performance becomes a necessity for survival when Lauren’s neighbourhood 

is destroyed by a group referred to as ‘pyros’: people that are addicted to the drug Pyro, which 

has the effect of giving the user a euphoric feeling when they light and watch a fire. Lauren 

flees the neighbourhood during the attack, waits it out in an abandoned house, and later that 

day returns home. There is nothing left of the neighbourhood but ashes, and she is forced to 

plunder the remnants of her own home with other scavengers. When she has gathered 

everything remotely useful, she leaves the neighbourhood and finds two other young-adult 

survivors. Lauren quickly realizes she has no chance surviving on her travels North as a 

woman, so she chooses to disguise herself as a man: 

‘I was thinking of traveling as a man,’ I said to him. He seemed to be repressing a 

smile. ‘That will be safer for you. You’re at least tall enough to fool people. You’ll 

have to cut your hair, though.’ Zahra grunted. (p. 161) 

 In her article, Sladja Blazan (2022) notes that the risks of travelling as a woman are 

confirmed throughout Lauren’s journey by the grim depictions of female rape at ages varying 

from girls to older women. Blazan describes gender as one of the categories of oppression in 
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the novel. Even before the attack on the neighbourhood, it is made very clear through 

examples that women have a very low chance of survival outside the walls of Robledo: “[a] 

woman, young, naked, and filthy stumbled along past us. […] Maybe she had been raped so 

much she was crazy. I’d heard stories of that happening. Or maybe she was just high on 

drugs” (p. 9). The group Lauren cycles with to a nearby church is stared at by a couple of 

children, and Lauren thinks of the risk they would form if they were a smaller, seemingly 

unarmed group: “[w]e could wind up like that naked woman, stumbling along, dazed, maybe 

hurt, sure to attract dangerous attention unless she could steal some clothing” (p. 10). Even 

the position of women inside the neighbourhood makes it clearer that gender is a form of 

oppression in the system that is in place in the novel. A prominent example of this is the 

character Richard Moss, who has three wives. He picks up young, homeless women from the 

streets and believes God wants “men to be patriarchs, rulers and protectors of women, and 

father as many children as possible” (p. 34). However, Lauren remarks that Richard Moss is 

not alone in this practise: 

I hear there’s a lot of that kind of thing going on in other neighborhoods. Some middle 

class men prove they’re men by having a lot of wives in temporary or permanent 

relationships. Some upper class men prove they’re men by having one wife and a lot 

of beautiful, disposable young servant girls. (p. 34) 

Blazan explains that another form of oppression in Parable of the Sower is race, which leads 

to an entanglement between gender and race, even though intersectionality had not even been 

theorized at the time Butler wrote the novel (p. 34). The article mentions Lauren’s group 

formation with other survivors Zahra Moss, a woman, and Harry Baiter, a man, as an example 

of this intersectionality when they decide that Zahra and Lauren will behave as a pretend-

heterosexual couple: “Mixed couples catch hell whether people think they’re gay or straight. 

Harry’ll piss off all the blacks and you’ll piss of all the whites. Good luck” (p. 161). So not 
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only gender plays a role in maintaining the protagonists’ safety, but their race entangles with it 

through relationships. 

Throughout their journey North, Lauren keeps her new temporary identity to herself, 

and tries her best to make is as believable as possible to the people around her in order to 

avoid dangerous situations. She only reveals her true identity when she is relatively sure she 

can trust the other person, or when there is no other way: 

I winced. My name is androgynous, in pronunciation at least – Lauren sounds like the 

more masculine Loren. But pronouns are more specific, and still a problem for Harry. 

‘She?’ Travis asked right on cue. ‘Her?’[…] ‘I told you so!’ Natividad said to her 

husband. Then she looked embarrassed. ‘I told him you didn’t look like a man,’ she 

said to me. ‘You’re tall and strong, but… I don’t know. You don’t have a man’s face.’ I 

had, almost, a man’s chest and hips, so maybe I should be glad to hear that I didn’t 

have a man’s face – though it wasn’t going to help me on the road. (p. 200) 

I.S. Kryshtop (2020) interprets Lauren’s temporary gender expression as a disguise that can be 

identified as the leitmotif (p. 101). Through Lauren’s perspective on her society where only 

heterosexual men can “obtain and maintain power” (p. 103), she chooses to present herself as 

a man in order to maximize her chance of survival, and to make sure she can be perceived as a 

real leader. Kryshtop also argues that Lauren’s vision of how to be a man is influenced by the 

example her father has given to her in the neighbourhood: “value community” and the way he 

“represents control and provides a protective structure that people of the community long for” 

(p. 104). According to Kryshtop, Lauren adheres to the ideal of patriarchal society by 

choosing to present herself as a man (p. 104). 

Elijah Drzata (2019) mostly follows the same line of argument as Kryshtop, but in his 

conclusion the oppression of the patriarchy and its effects on Lauren’s choices plays a more 
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prevalent role. However, he does not deny Lauren’s conscious decision in her gender 

presentation and comments on the bigger picture of Lauren’s performance and her belief in 

the change God can bring about: “[w]e see societal norms, such as the naturalization of 

heterosexuality and essentialist beliefs associated with the gender binary prevail, regardless of 

this supposed ‘change’” (p. 23). Drzata’s critique here entails Lauren’s belief in a God who 

can bring change, while not actively engaging in bringing down the patriarchal oppression in 

gender roles. 

On the other hand, aside from Lauren’s disguise as a man and its consequences, she 

voices her disagreement about the expectations of young women in her neighbourhood. They 

are typically expected to get married and have children: “[i]t’s not one that I intend to 

exercise, but it is pretty much what the neighborhood expects of me – of anyone my age. 

Grow up a little more, get married, have babies” (p. 82). Lauren likes one of the boys in her 

neighbourhood, Curtis Talcott, but expresses she does not want such a future, not even with 

him:  

I like Curtis Talcott a lot. Maybe I love him. Sometimes I think I do. He says he loves 

me. But if all I had to look forward to was marriage to him and babies and poverty that 

just keeps getting worse, I think I’d kill myself. (p. 82) 

In this sense, Lauren does not adhere to the gender expectations that are part of being a 

woman in Lauren’s neighbourhood. 

 When referring back to the example of a stereotypical cli-fi protagonist, Mitchell 

Zuckor is completely different in his gender expression compared to Lauren. Mitchell acts 

according to the stereotypical gender role that is assigned to him: he works in a male-

dominated line of work (mathematics), lives the – less frowned upon for men – bachelor-type 

lifestyle by living alone in an apartment with a focus on his career, and shares little about his 
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emotions. Lauren’s diversity regarding the expression of her gender makes for a more 

interesting and diverse climate novel.  

In conclusion, Lauren does not present herself in a typical ‘cis-gendered’ way 

throughout the narrative, because she shows different gender performances. Therefore, I argue 

that Lauren’s gender performances make her a unique climate fiction protagonist, especially 

when compared to Mitchell Zuckor from Odds Against Tomorrow. 

I contend that another way in which Lauren diverts from mainstream climate fiction 

protagonists, especially compared to Mitchell Zuckor, is through her hyperempathy 

syndrome. The fictional condition called hyperempathy, or “organic delusional syndrome” (p. 

12) as the doctors call it, entails that Lauren has damaged neurotransmitters that cause her to 

share what she sees that others are feeling, or what she thinks they feel. This goes for both 

pleasure and pain, but as Lauren notes there is little pleasure to share in the destroyed world 

around her. Before Lauren got her first menstruation at 12 years old, she also bled when other 

people were bleeding or when she thought they were. She got this condition due to the fact 

that her mother was addicted to drugs when she was pregnant with Lauren: 

Thanks to Paracetco, the small pill, the Einstein power, the particular drug my mother 

chose to abuse before my birth killed her, I’m crazy. I get a lot of grief that doesn’t 

belong to me, and that isn’t real. But it hurts. (p. 12) 

Lauren explains that her father believes, or wants to believe, that she can overcome her 

hyperempathy syndrome. She thinks he is ashamed of both his first, drug-addicted wife and 

how these drugs have affected Lauren, which makes him very focused on maintaining the 

privacy of their family. Lauren disagrees with her father’s hope to overcome the syndrome: 
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I can’t do a thing about my hyperempathy, no matter what Dad thinks or wants or 

wishes. I feel what I see others feeling or what I believe they feel. [..] Big shit. It hurts, 

that’s all I know. (p. 12) 

Over the course of the story, it becomes clear that Lauren is correct in believing she cannot 

overcome her hyperempathy.  

When this is tied back to the research question, I would say that Lauren’s 

hyperempathy makes her care more about the world around her, contrary to the protagonists 

from conventional cli-fi. Mitchell Zuckor from Odds Against Tomorrow adheres to the 

mainstream climate fiction protagonist in the sense that he does not care much for the world 

around him. He is obsessively engaged in calculating future disasters and feels very anxious 

about the possibility of them, but not out of care for the world or society. Part of his character 

introduction reads as follows: “[w]e knew that Mitchell’s “logic games” line was a bluff. 

Worst-case scenarios filled him with very real terror. Late in the evening he raced out of his 

bedroom in a panic, cheeks flushed, eyes haunted” (p. 3). His calculations are a coping 

mechanism for his anxiety, but his fear never seems to stem from a position of care, instead it 

is a practical, self-centred terror. 

To conclude, Lauren diverts from this and mainstream cli-fi protagonists through her 

hyperempathy syndrome. 

Frenchie 

Moving on from Parable of the Sower, the protagonist of The Marrow Thieves is 

called Francis, or Frenchie for short, and he is a 16-year-old Indigenous boy living in a 

dystopian version of Canada. Starting with a comparison to Schneider-Mayerson’s 

characterization, Frenchie hardly matches any of the traits of a “wealthy, American, white, 
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cis-gendered heterosexual male [..]” (p. 317) such as Mitchell Zuckor. Frenchie certainly is 

not wealthy, trying to survive on a day-to-day basis while on the run for the Recruiters that are 

after him and the group he travels with. Frenchie can be considered a North American, but it 

is more apposite to refer to him as Canadian, because he lives in Canada. The next trait is 

‘white’, which is also non-applicable to Frenchie. The only trait that applies to him is ‘cis-

gendered heterosexual male’, because it can be deduced from the novel that he identifies as a 

male, and is attracted to women. 

I now analyse why Frenchie is defined by his Métis and Anishinaabe ancestry, which 

makes him different from conventional cli-fi protagonists. He provides the reader with a quick 

description of his physical appearance in the first chapter of the novel, which hints at this 

ancestry: 

Compared to Chi-Boy’s six-plus feet, I wasn’t the tallest, but I did have the longest 

hair of any of the boys, almost to my waist, burnt ombré at the untrimmed edges. I 

braided it myself each morning[.] […] My clothes were also burnt from the sun and 

wear, a mottled brown from their original tones of black. (p. 21) 

His long, braided hair is part of his Métis and Anishinaabe cultural heritage. The Canadian 

Encyclopedia (2023) explains that “[t]he use of the terms “Métis” and “métis” is complex and 

contentious. When capitalized, the term often describes people of the Métis Nation, who trace 

their origins to the Red River Valley and the prairies beyond.” Frenchie is also Anishinaabe, 

which is described by the Canadian Encyclopedia as follows: 

Anishinaabe […] refers to a group of culturally and linguistically related First 

Nations that live in both Canada and the United States, concentrated around the Great 

Lakes. […] The Ojibwe, Chippewa, Odawa, Potawatomi, Algonquin, Saulteaux, 

Nipissing and Mississauga First Nations are Anishinaabeg. Some Oji-Cree First 

https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/red-river/
https://thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/first-nations
https://thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/first-nations
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/great-lakes
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/great-lakes
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/ojibwa
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/odawa
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/algonquin
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Nations and Métis also include themselves within this cultural-linguistic grouping. 

(Hele, 2022) 

The Anishinaabe have a troubled history, filled with violence against their people. The 

Marrow Thieves recounts this history and adds a fictional continuation of the lives of their 

people in an apocalyptic version of future Canada. Frenchie’s ancestry thus forms a core part 

of the plot device of the novel, because through retellings of Anishinaabe history and 

flashbacks of Frenchie’s current life in dystopian Canada, the reader is pulled into the world 

of Anishinaabe people. I suggest that Frenchie’s ancestry is a core plot point, because all the 

events and plot devices of the novel revolve around this; it is the ‘heart’ of the novel. 

Frenchie’s ancestry is also important to cli-fi in general, because conventional cli-fi 

protagonists do not share his ancestry. The novel provides more representation in climate 

fiction for people with a different cultural background and ancestry than that of a mainstream 

protagonist, especially for Métis and Anishinaabe peoples. 

In this section I explain another unique part of Frenchie, which is the history of 

violence against his people as it is described in The Marrow Thieves. This becomes even more 

evident when his ancestry is compared to that of Mitchell Zuckor. Frenchie’s people have 

been affected by slow, overt and visible violence throughout history. They now have to deal 

with a resurgence of violence. Dimaline has included the real history of violence against 

Indigenous people in the novel, making it the canon history of the characters. The story takes 

place a lot later than these events, but the violence has always stirred under the surface and 

comes back as soon as the world is ravaged by the effects of climate change. Miigwan, the 

leader of the group Frenchie joins, recounts the history in the way readers are familiar with; 

colonization followed by illness, the opening of the first residential schools, cruelty and 

suffering in the schools for a long period of time, followed by the schools finally being shut 

down, and the opportunity to recover and rebuild. 

https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/metis
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After these events, the novel comes up with a fictional timeline of what happened, 

which the reader is not familiar with. Miigwan describes how recovery did not go smoothly, 

as it was hard to deal with all the pain of the past. However, after a lot of years the healing 

starts: 

But we sang our songs and brought them to the streets and into the classrooms – 

classrooms we built on our own lands and filled with our own words and books. And 

once we remembered we were warriors, once we honored the pain and left it on the 

side of the road, we moved ahead. We were back. (p. 24) 

This is where the effects of climate change come into the picture, and the Water Wars start. 

Indigenous people were depleted of their resources and their lands, as the freshest water could 

be found on their lands. The North started melting, and the northern Indigenous people had to 

move to the small islands that appeared, or to the south. The Water Wars went on for ten 

years, after which the Anishnaabe were living spread out over Canada, and had become 

disconnected from one another. America became more and more ravaged by the effects of 

climate change, and eventually most people except North-American Indigenous people lost 

the ability to dream. Since Indigenous people from North-America have always had a stronger 

and more prevalent connection with nature compared to Non-Indigenous people, this can be 

interpreted as the reason for why they have maintained their ability to dream. Due to this turn 

of events, Non-Indigenous people turned their attention to Indigenous people, first with a 

supposed interest in their way of life in order to heal themselves, but when this failed to work, 

in desperation they turned to violence once more. The Anishinaabe became the target of awful 

experiments to extract their bone marrow, the place in the body where dreams are stored. 

Miigwan recounts this as follows: 
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Soon, they needed too many bodies, and they turned to history to show them how to 

best keep us warehoused, how to best position the culling. That’s when the new 

residential schools started growing up from the dirt like poisonous brick mushrooms. 

(p. 89) 

It becomes clear that violence against Indigenous people was always just below the surface 

before the apocalypse, and popped right up again when it was convenient for non-Indigenous 

people. 

 Conventional cli-fi protagonists do not share Frenchie’s ancestry or the violence and 

resurgence of violence against his people. This becomes evident when considering Mitchell 

Zuckor. The only factor that makes his family slightly less stereotypical is the fact that his 

father is a Hungarian refugee, but by no means is this as diverse as Frenchie’s ancestry, where 

centuries of violence against his people cannot be ignored. The violence against his people is 

told through Story, which the next section extends upon. 

I argue that all the recounting of Anishinaabe history in The Marrow Thieves happens 

through Story, which keeps Indigenous collective memory and knowledge alive and formable, 

as well as shaping a basis for identity formation. Story is mostly told by Miigwan, one of the 

Elders of the group. The youth have to be considered old enough to listen to Story, because of 

the sensitivity of the topics. Frenchie says that Story comes in many different forms, but that 

it is consistent in the fact that it is told every week: 

He spoke to us every week. Sometimes Story was focused on one area[,] […] [o]ther 

times he told a hundred years in one long narrative, blunt and without detail. 

Sometimes we gathered for an hour so he could explain treaties, and other it was ten 

minutes to list earthquakes in the sequence they occurred […]. (p. 25) 
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Childers and Menendez (2022) explain that Story helps the characters - especially the youth - 

survive during the apocalypse. Survival is meant not only in a physical way, but also 

culturally. In the words of Childers and Menendez: “[Story] function[s] as an anthology of 

collective memory and knowledge from which the characters construct their own identities 

and survive the post-apocalyptic world” (p. 214). Story thus keeps collective memories and 

knowledge alive, which enables the characters to form their identity, and survive in a physical 

as well as in a cultural sense in a world that is ravaged by the effects of climate change and 

human cruelty. In this way, it appropriates Indigenous history and keeps it alive and open to 

reinterpretation by new generations of Indigenous people. Childers and Menendez explain this 

as follows: 

Story is a mode of resistance against colonial whitewashing of the past; Story is also 

living and current, flexible to the needs of the storyteller and the listeners both, 

keeping it from becoming stagnant history unable to be negotiated or reinterpreted. (p. 

216) 

It can thus be argued that Story is a vital part of Indigenous culture, and that it is unique to 

Frenchie and the Anishinaabe; a mainstream protagonist of climate fiction would not come 

into contact with Story. 

 The tragic loss of Frenchie’s family and his ‘coming-to’ story are aspects that make 

Frenchie unique. Frenchie lost his father, mother, and older brother before he joins the 

travelling group he later considers to be his found family. Their family led a forced nomadic 

lifestyle, travelling from place to place to avoid the destructive forces of the apocalypse and 

the Recruiters (marrow thieves) that tirelessly try to track them down. They were planning to 

head north, find their kin, and settle there. Frenchie’s father had to attend one last council 

meeting before they would leave, but he never returned. The three of them start the journey, 
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but the boys lose their mother in the process. These events are told by Frenchie in the form of 

flashbacks, as the story starts with the day that Frenchie’s brother Mitch is taken by the 

Recruiters, followed by Frenchie being found by the group. The characters refer to these 

origin stories as ‘coming-to’ stories, where each individual member can share his/her story 

about how they joined the refugee group. This story is shared on their own terms: they decide 

how, when, where, and who can hear it. Childers and Menendez (2022) write about the power 

of these stories: 

“Coming-to” stories are the personal accounts of each character in the novel 

describing the way they came to join the refugee group, providing a space for each 

character to define themselves and the way they survived settler-colonial violence, 

rather than being defined by Western constructs (Fachinger). By ending each coming-

to story at the point of the individual joining the community of survivors, the collected 

stories function as an anthology of memory. (p. 214) 

By defining themselves outside of these Western constructs, they reject the earlier mentioned 

colonial whitewashing of Indigenous history, and make it their own story. Rose, Wabb, and 

Miigwan also share their coming-to story. Similar to Frenchie, they share it in their own way 

and at their own terms. The group thus creates this ‘anthology of memory’ together over the 

course of the story.  

It goes without saying that Mitchell Zuckor does not share any of the mentioned 

cultural traditions. Frenchie’s diverse and unique characteristics thus make the novel 

especially original and insightful for climate fiction. Another aspect that sets Frenchie apart is 

his native language, which I expand upon in the next section. 

In this section I demonstrate that Frenchie’s relation with his native language makes 

him unique. To briefly refer back to the example of Mitchell Zuckor from Odds Against 
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Tomorrow; Mitchell only speaks English. Frenchie, however, also speaks English but feels a 

longing to connect to the language his ancestors spoke. Susan Chiblow (Anishinaabe) 

explains (2022) that Anishinaabemowin is the language of the Anishinaabe peoples. 

Anishinaabemowin includes Ojibway, Ottowa, Pottawatomi, and Algonquin (p. 207). Chiblow 

and Paul J. Meighan (Gàidheal) discuss five language-factors that also come to the forefront 

in The Marrow Thieves. These factors include the importance of Indigenous languages, the 

effects of colonization on Indigenous languages, connections and responsibilities to the land, 

education and a way of learning that has its foundation based on the land, immersion, 

challenges, and what route to take for the future (p. 206). Immersion refers to the concept of 

full language immersion, which means to fully immerse oneself in the cultural and physical 

context of the Indigenous language, and not just taking an online or in person language class. 

The factor of challenges refers to the difficulties that occur when implementing full language 

immersion and land-based learning. Examples of these challenges are the lack of available 

time and funding for full language immersion, and important Indigenous worldviews and 

teachings getting lost in translation. 

First through the effects of colonization and now, in The Marrow Thieves, through the 

resurgence of violence against Indigenous people, the language of Frenchie’s people is almost 

erased. Miigwan describes the history of colonization in Canada during Story; note how 

language is one of the very first things he mentions when he discusses the suffering of their 

people: 

But we lost a lot. Mostly because we got sick with new germs. And then when we 

were on our knees with fever and pukes, they decided they liked us there, on our 

knees. And that’s when they opened the first schools. We suffered there. We almost 

lost our languages. Many lost their innocence, their laughter, their lives. (p. 23-24) 
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When language is lost, it is not the only aspect of a culture that is affected. Chiblow illustrates 

that “[w]ith the erasure of Indigenous languages, governance, teachings and worldviews are 

diminished or lost” (p. 207). The erasure of language thus not only affects this one factor, but 

almost all vital aspects of Indigenous life. Meighan explains this further by saying:  

To me, Indigenous languages and the land are one and the same. This symbiotic 

relationship encompasses so many levels: the mental, emotional, the spiritual, the 

physical. The relationship also goes beyond into some form of responsibility to the 

land and to living sustainably. (p. 208) 

With language forming such a multi-faceted aspect of Indigenous life, one may understand 

why it forms a key to the future in The Marrow Thieves. It provides the characters with 

snippets of hope and connection to their ancestors and way of life: 

We were desperate to craft more keys, to give shape to the kind of Indians who could 

not be robbed. It was hard, desperate work. We had to be careful we weren’t making 

things up, half remembered, half dreamed. We felt inadequate. We felt hollow in 

places and at certain hours we didn’t have names for in our languages. (p. 214) 

Once the community has found a new place to stay after the confrontation with the Recruiters, 

one of the first things they do, is set up a youth council. Even though much is lost, they make 

it one of their main goals to conserve all the knowledge they still have and work with it 

towards an Indigenous future. 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have argued that the protagonists from Parable of the Sower and The 

Marrow Thieves have characteristics that make them unique and different from the standard 

cli-fi protagonist. This diversity is important, because the current lack of diverse protagonists 
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in climate fiction is the cause for underrepresentation of the groups that are affected most by 

the effects of climate change. These groups are affected most by the effects of climate change, 

because they have suffered their own apocalypses in the past and to this day still experience 

the negative effects of them. To exemplify the mainstream cli-fi protagonist, I discussed the 

protagonist from Odds Against Tomorrow, Mitchell Zuckor. I compared Mitchell to the 

protagonists Lauren and Frenchie while highlighting their unique characteristics. Lauren is a 

unique protagonist in the sense of her gender performance and her hyperempathy. Mitchell 

does not share any of these characteristics, and is mainstream in both respects. Frenchie is a 

unique protagonist due to his Anishinaabe ancestry, the violence against his people, the use of 

Story in his culture, his coming-to story, and his relation with his the Anishinaabe language. 

Mitchell, again, shares neither of these characteristics. 

 The findings of this chapter form a piece of the puzzle to answer the research question, 

which I repeat here: To what extent do Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower and Cherie 

Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves challenge the future imaginaries of mainstream climate 

fiction? Through the use of unique, diverse protagonists, Dimaline and Butler form a contrast 

with the mainstream cli-fi protagonist, as exemplified through Odds Against Tomorrow. Their 

protagonists bring insightful perspectives and diversify the genre, by which they challenge the 

current, predominantly non-inclusive displays in the climate fiction discourse. 
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Chapter 3: Different Perspectives on Nature 

In this chapter I argue that Lauren and Frenchie each have their own unique 

perspective on how to engage with nature; through cultivation and temporary stewardship 

(Parable of the Sower) and through healing, cyclical temporality, and symbolism (The 

Marrow Thieves). These perspectives are one of the main factors that make the novels unique 

compared to standard cli-fi. 

I start the chapter with a discussion of Parable of the Sower through an analysis of 

Lauren’s perspective on nature. In the first section I demonstrate that it can be inferred from 

the novel that Lauren believes mankind should take responsibility for climate change and act 

accordingly. Lauren thinks creating an Earthseed community is the way forward, which I 

zoom in on in the next section where I explain why the intent of creating an agrarian 

Earthseed community is reflective of Black agrarianism from the 1960s and 1970s. In the last 

two sections I contend, through an analysis of Black agrarianism philosophy, that the 

Earthseed community partly and temporarily helps nature. This is followed by an explanation 

of why the term ‘temporary stewardship’ is fitting for the community. Then I go onto the 

second case study, The Marrow Thieves, where I begin by showing that Indigenous people’s 

ecological footprint is smaller compared to others. Next, I suggest that through cyclical 

temporality, Indigenous people aim to heal the land, after which follows a section about 

Indigenous descriptions of the decline of the earth compared to mainstream displays of 

climate change. I end the case study by arguing that through symbolism, different aspects of 

nature function as a mirror for Frenchie’s personal journey, followed by a summary of the 

chapter and its contribution to the research question. 
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Nature is Change: Taking Responsibility and Action 

I argue that it can be inferred from Parable of the Sower that Lauren believes mankind 

should take responsibility for climate change and take action accordingly. She believes 

everything, including nature, is subject to change. In her own words: 

Things are always changing. This is just one of the big jumps instead of the little step-

by-step changes that are easier to take. People have changed the climate of the world. 

Now they’re waiting for the old days to come back. (p. 52) 

Lauren takes responsibility for the fact that mankind has caused climate change, and criticises 

those who choose to stand still and wait for the world to turn back to the way it was even 

though they are the culprits for current circumstances. Not everyone in Lauren’s community 

shares this belief, which becomes clear when Joanne refers to Lauren’s father, and says: “Your 

father says he doesn’t believe people changed the climate of the world. He says only God 

could change the world in such an important way” (p. 52). This difference in outlook can be 

identified as a generational issue that Lauren explains to her friend Joanne: 

Things are changing now, too. Our adults haven’t been wiped out by a plague so 

they’re still anchored in the past, waiting for the good old days to come back. But 

things have changed a lot, and they’ll change more. (p. 52) 

Instead of waiting, Lauren thinks climate change and the plethora of social issues that come 

with it should be acted upon. She refers to a past event, the bubonic plague in medieval 

Europe, to illustrate how people have taken action in the wake of disaster before:  

‘A lot of the continent was depopulated,’ she said. ‘Some survivors thought the world 

was coming to an end.’ ‘Yes, but once they realized it wasn’t, they also realized there 

was a lot of vacant land available for the taking, and if they had trade, they realized 
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they could demand better pay for their work. A lot of things changed for the survivors.’ 

(p. 52) 

The Europeans from the past have taken the same steps that Lauren wants her community to 

take: not waiting around for the circumstances to go back to normal, but instead take action 

and make the best of the situation. 

 Thus, it can be inferred from Parable of the Sower that Lauren believes mankind 

should take responsibility for climate change and take action accordingly. 

Earthseed Community as a Reflection of Black Agrarianism? 

In this section I argue that the intent of creating an agrarian Earthseed community is 

reflective of Black agrarianism from the 1960s and 1970s. 

Lauren knows she has to venture outside the community walls in order to spread her 

religion called Earthseed, which chapter four of the thesis expands on. The attack on the 

community accelerates this intent, and Lauren’s next course of action is to travel North and 

start an Earthseed community. The Earthseed community will cultivate the earth and grow its 

own food: 

We might be able to do it – grow our own food, grow ourselves and our neighbors into 

something brand new. Into Earthseed. (p. 210) 

Lauren’s intent to start an agrarian Earthseed community, as described above, is reminiscent 

of Black agrarianism from post-industrial Black America. 

Russell Rickford (2017) provides information in his article on agrarianism and black 

nationalist thought in the late 1960s and 1970s. During these years, in the words of Rickford, 

“[a]ttempts to identify a territorial base for the construction of an autonomous black 
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community or nation reflected one of the period’s defining political developments: the rebirth 

of black nationalism and Pan-Africanism” (p. 956). Similar to past eras, Black territoriality 

was divided in intent and preferred ‘territory’: some thought the cities were best, while others 

were of the opinion that African Americans should return to Africa, and others advocated for 

rural land. Rickford’s article analyses this contrast between the focus on land, encompassed in 

pastoralism, and urbanism: “[t]he agrarianist discourses of the black power era never 

constituted a coherent splinter movement. Taken collectively, however, they strongly 

challenged the idea of the city as the essential domain of black politics and culture” (p. 958). 

However, during the Black power era that took place during approximately 1970 and 1975, 

more than 70 percent of African Americans did not live on the land that was spoken of: they 

lived in the cities. In the 1960s, the cities were described as unsafe and not liveable (Rickford, 

p. 962). The rebellions between 1964 and 1968 were caused by battles between racial groups, 

class, frustration with the living conditions, and the heat. Rickford writes: 

To radical observers […] the eruption of urban rebellions between 1964 and 1968 

signaled the positive revolutionary potential of the urban core. Riots brought massive 

devastation. Scores of people (mostly black residents) lost their lives, often at the 

hands of law enforcement agents. Neighborhoods and commercial districts sustained 

enormous damage while major cities slid more rapidly into decline. (p. 962) 

In contrast with urban-focussed African Americans, some thought rural life and with that a 

connection with the earth could heal African Americans that were still living in the cities. 

Rickford’s text describes a similar divide as in Parable of the Sower: some groups 

think it is best to live in the cities, while others like Lauren see a future in a more rural area. 

An example of a group that thinks it is best to live in the city, or something that resembles a 

city, are the people that choose to work at Olivar, a big company that offers room and board 
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for work. Cory, Lauren’s stepmother, explains the reasoning of most people who decide to 

move to Olivar: “‘We could try, Cory insisted to Dad. ‘We could be safe in Olivar. The kids 

could go to a real school and later get jobs with the company. After all, were can they go from 

here except outside?’” (p. 113). Aside from towns or cities like Olivar, people want to live in 

the cities for ‘excitement’. Lauren talks about cities in the context of the story of her father 

and where they currently live:  

And we’re in Robledo – 20 miles from Los Angeles, and, according to Dad, once a 

rich, green, unwalled little city that he had been eager to abandon when he was a 

young man. Like Keith, he had wanted to escape the dullness of Robledo for big city 

excitement. LA was better then – less lethal. (p. 10) 

Lauren’s intent for creating a rural, agrarian Earthseed community and the people who want to 

live in the cities reflect the contrast from the groups during the 1960s and 1970s as described 

in Rickford’s text. The living conditions in the cities, as also described in Rickford’s text, are 

bad in cities like Parable of the Sower’s LA as well. 

Thus, there is a parallel between the intent of creating an agrarian Earthseed 

community is reflective of Black agrarianism from the 1960s and 1970s. 

Black Agrarianism Philosophy and Environmentalism 

When focussing further on Black agrarianism philosophy, the Earthseed community 

partly and temporarily helps nature. Kimberly Smith (2004) discusses both sides of Black 

agrarianism philosophy in regard to environmentalism. These sides are Black agrarianism as a 

means for “fostering greater environmental awareness or responsibility” (p. 285) and, on the 

other hand, Black agrarianism as the opposite of fostering this awareness or responsibility.  
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The opposite side of fostering awareness or responsibility comes from the principle in 

Black agrarianism that the value of nature is created by human labour (Smith, p. 285). Smith 

illustrates how this idea negatively affects nature: “[s]ome environmentalists contend that this 

view renders wilderness valueless and promotes agricultural development without regard to 

the rights or value of other living beings” (p. 285). She explains that in this way, the 

domination of nature is then considered to be “the foundation of civilization; it’s our duty and 

our right” (p. 285). If people believe it is their duty and right to dominate nature, it leads to 

acts that would not benefit and most likely harm nature. 

 On the other hand, Black agrarianism can also be linked to helping the environment. 

Smith mentions three aspects in Black agrarianism that are linked to caring for the land. 

Firstly, the soil needs to be healthy in order to grow food. Secondly, when connecting directly 

with the earth by cultivating nature, it teaches the worker about the natural world and humans’ 

dependence on it. Lastly, finding its origin in slave narratives though not explicitly stated, 

“what was once a key political argument for preserving wilderness: that tyranny cannot 

survive as long as there is a wilderness to escape into” (p. 286). The wilderness and nature are 

thus labelled by Black agrarianism as places of refuge or escape. 

 When these perspectives are applied to Parable of the Sower, I argue that Lauren’s 

Earthseed community is partly and temporarily helping nature. The two sides Smith presents 

in her text are both applicable to the Earthseed community. Lauren does not explicitly state in 

her Earthseed verses if she thinks that human labour gives nature its value. Depending on how 

far she would take cultivation through human labour, it would become clear if the cultivation 

is respectful towards nature or not. For example, if she improves the environment by adding 

more plants, crops, and trees to it, it could benefit nature as a whole. If she takes cultivation 

further and deprives, for example, the soil of all its nutrients for her own gain, it would not be 

beneficial. The three aspects Smith mentions that characterise Black agrarianism are 
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applicable to Parable of the Sower: healthy soil, learning from connecting with the earth 

through cultivation, and nature as a place of refuge or escape. The community can possibly 

create a healthier soil and learn from connecting with the earth through cultivation. The last 

characterisation is also applicable to the novel, because by starting an agrarian Earthseed 

community, Lauren and her followers try to escape and seek refuge from the current state of 

the world and live according to their own principles. Smith’s explanation of why Black 

agrarianism can be linked to helping the earth are only temporary for the Earthseed 

community, since their ultimate goal is to leave this planet and settle into space. 

Earthseed as Temporary Earth Stewardship  

Aside from Black agrarianism, ‘temporary stewardship’ is a fitting term for the 

Earthseed community from Parable of the Sower. As discussed in the previous sections, 

Lauren’s view on nature can be inferred from the perspective of Earthseed: nature and the 

land are to be cultivated in an Earthseed community, and the changes to the environment that 

humans have brought about need to be embraced and acted upon. 

Lauren acknowledges that humankind is to blame for climate change, but also thinks 

we should not sit back and wait for the circumstances to turn back to the way they were. With 

the intent of focusing the communities on cultivating, and thus changing the land, Lauren’s 

vision on nature seems to involve nature being a tool that humans can change and use at will. 

It seems the Earthseed communities, with their temporary residence on earth, intend to use the 

resources of the earth until they can leave this planet for another. This brings care for nature 

into question, because how sustainable and careful are Earthseed members going to treat the 

earth if the eventual belief is that the earth will not be inhabitable anymore? 

 This brings to mind the term ‘stewardship’, defined by the Cambridge Dictionary 

(n.d.) as “stewardship of something is the way in which that person controls or organizes it.” 
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Lauren is planning to use the land in such a way that the Earthseed community can live 

comfortably, until they take root among the stars. In this sense, the stewardship feels more 

like a temporary stewardship; the land is cultivated and tended to in order to protect its 

integrity, but only as long as the community inhabits the earth. The lifespan of the earth is, 

according to Earthseed, very limited, so it is no use to protect it for upcoming generations. 

Therefore, the term ‘temporary stewardship’ is most fitting for Parable of the Sower. 

Limited Ecological Footprint and Repeating Crises 

In this section I suggest that Indigenous people have not had such an influential 

ecological footprint on the earth compared to the rest of humankind. Childers and Menendez 

(2022) address this in their text as follows: “[…] the Anthropocene is not the work of all 

peoples—Indigenous peoples do not have the same history of affecting the land as settler-

colonialists, who altered the environment beyond recognition through exploitation” (p. 217). 

It goes without saying that the protagonist from Parable of the Sower cannot be compared to 

settler-colonialists, but the relationship Indigenous people have with the land and nature is 

entirely different than that of others. Chapter two of the novel recounts the history of 

Indigenous people through Story, which includes the course of their suffering due to (slow) 

violence and the effects of climate change. Story describes how the cleanest and highest 

quality resources could be found on Indigenous land, followed by depletion and destruction: 

 

America reached up and started sipping on our lakes with a great metal straw. And 

where were the freshest lakes and the cleanest rivers? On our lands, of course. 

Anishnaabe were always the canary in the mine for the rest of them. […] The Great 

Lakes were polluted to muck. It took some doing, but right around the time California 

was swallowed back by the ocean, they were fenced off, too poisonous for use. (p. 24) 
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It is important to note that the suffering that is caused by the effects of climate change, as is 

partly discussed in chapter two, is not the first time that Indigenous people have been affected 

by similar hardships. The events in The Marrow Thieves take place after Indigenous history as 

we know it. Kyle P. Whyte (Potawatomi) (2018a) addresses Candis Callison’s (2014) work, 

by explaining that “the hardships many non[-]Indigenous people dread most of the climate 

crisis are ones that Indigenous peoples have endured already due to different forms of 

colonialism: ecosystem collapse, species loss, economic crash, drastic relocation, and cultural 

disintegration” (p. 226). These crises deeply affect Indigenous people in The Marrow Thieves, 

exemplified by Frenchie’s struggle to connect with his ancestral history due to the effects of 

colonialism and climate change. In the beginning of the novel, Frenchie explains how this 

feels for him: 

I was nicknamed Frenchie as much for my name as for my people – the Metis. I came 

from a long line of hunters, trappers, and voyageurs. But now, with most of the rivers 

cut into pieces and lakes left as grey sludge puckers on the landscape, my own history 

seemed like a myth along the lines of dragons. (p. 21) 

The destruction of the land has caused him to lose touch with his roots, but over the course of 

the novel he slowly reconnects with his core. Despite all their hardships, Frenchie and the 

other Indigenous characters from The Marrow Thieves sustain a deep connection with their 

homelands and nature, which explains why they treat it so respectfully. An example of a scene 

where Frenchie treats nature respectfully is where he comes eye-to-eye with a moose, but 

decides not to kill it because he would have to waste a lot of meat: “[b]ut could we travel with 

this meat before it rotted? No. And could we smoke and dry it? […] So we’d be leaving half, 

at least half, behind to rot” (p. 49). Instead of letting hunger and possible honour and a better 

reputation get to his head, he manages to think straight and make the right choice for the 
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environment. Another example of how Anishinaabe people treat nature respectfully is 

extended upon in chapter four through the explanation of collective continuance. 

In this section I have thus showed that Indigenous people have not had such an 

influential ecological footprint on the earth compared to the rest of humankind. 

Cyclical Temporality: Healing the Land 

I argue that The Marrow Thieves applies a different outlook on temporality, and 

healing the land compared to conventional cli-fi. The Marrow Thieves applies cyclical 

temporality, through which the Indigenous characters aim to heal the land. Childers and 

Menendez (2022) describe this type of temporality in The Marrow Thieves as cyclical, “the 

stories of the past are needed to explain the present and look toward a future that is not new” 

(p. 216). These stories involve the connection with their ancestors and descendants, wherein 

Childers and Menendez also quote De Vos (2020), who addresses this connection by 

explaining the following: 

[A]n Indigenous experience of time that is informed by a people’s particular 

relationships to the seasonal cycles on their lands, and which acknowledges the 

present generations’ responsibilities to the ancestors and those not yet born. (p. 2) 

In acknowledging the present generations’ responsibilities, the Indigenous adult characters in 

The Marrow Thieves carry with them a certain conviction that can be interpreted as part of 

cyclical temporality. It is the belief in the healing of the land, no matter the current state it is 

in. On this note, Childers and Menendez (2022) write that the novel argues that Indigenous 

people possess all the knowledge and connections that they need in order to get through any 

apocalypse (p. 218). It is argued that, according to Clarence and the other Indigenous adults, it 

is only a matter of time before the characters will heal themselves from this apocalypse and 
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make the land liveable again for future generations: destruction and suffering are not the end – 

they are also part of the cycle, just as healing and returning to the old ways. This becomes 

apparent in a conversation between Miigwan, Clarence, a member of the Indigenous council, 

and Frenchie. Frenchie does not understand why Clarence plans to return to his homeland 

since it has been destroyed, or why he cannot start to heal at the place where they currently 

are. Clarance answers:  

[…] [W]e can start healing the land. We have the knowledge, kept through the first 

round of these blasted schools, from before that, when these visitors first made their 

way over here like angry children throwing tantrums. When we heal our land, we are 

healed also. Then he added, “We’ll get there. Maybe not soon, but eventually. (p. 193) 

It can be inferred from the text that the connection Clarance and his people feel with the land 

is so influential that when they heal the land, they are equally healed as people. Interestingly, 

even though Frenchie has not met Clarance yet at that point in the novel, there is a sense in 

one of the scenes that Frenchie carries the internal belief of the land being able to heal:  

There was something beautiful about the way the woods were now. I had no context 

for a before and after comparison, but I knew that the way things were now could not 

have existed with so many people and so much scavenging before the wars and the 

relocations. (p. 91) 

The land would not have been able to flourish the way it is with all the people and destruction 

around in the past, from which it can be implied that it has healed itself over time. Thus, The 

Marrow Thieves applies a different outlook on temporality, and healing the land compared to 

mainstream climate novels. 
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Linearity or Cyclicality in Describing the Effects of Climate Change 

 In this section I suggest that the Indigenous focus on the cyclicality of life is found in 

the descriptions of the effects of climate change in The Marrow Thieves, which is in contrast 

with the mainstream linear, dramatized displays of climate change. 

 These mainstream displays mainly consist of big, spectacular catastrophes with a clear 

‘before’ and ‘after’; one only has to browse The Guardian’s (2024) most viewed articles in the 

‘environment’ section to encounter titles such as “Hopeless and broken: why the world’s top 

climate scientists are in despair”, “Venezuela loses its last glacier as it shrinks down to an ice 

field”, and “Disease and hunger soar in Latin America after floods and drought, study finds”. 

In this line of thought, Frank Kermode in his book The Sense of an Ending (1967/1970) 

accentuates the standard focus on beginning, middle, and end in apocalyptic thought. He 

writes:  

Its recurrence is a feature of our cultural tradition […] for in some measure our ways 

of thinking and feeling about our position in the middest, and our historical position, 

always at the end of an epoch, are determined. We make sense of the past as of a book 

or a plasm we have read or recited, and of the present as a book the seals of which we 

shall see opened. (p. 96) 

With ‘our’ cultural tradition, Kermode refers to Western cultural tradition. In that cultural 

tradition, people consider themselves to be in the middle position, preceded by a familiar past 

and an anxiety-inducing, unknown future. On the same note, Childers and Menendez (2022) 

describe the same tendency in fiction, which consists of making climate change into 

something linear that is dramatized: 
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Dystopian, apocalyptic, and post-apocalyptic narratives have exploded, but they tell 

only one story of the apocalypse: they depict a world that is ending, with clear 

boundaries for before and after. They often miss that apocalypses have happened and 

continue to happen globally. (p. 224) 

These Western ways of thinking form a contrast with the Indigenous ways of considering time 

and apocalypses. As is discussed earlier, Indigenous people have faced their own apocalypses 

before the current climate crises became evident. Whyte (2018a) therefore writes that “[a]s a 

Potawatomi scholar and activist, I feel that Indigenous peoples do not always share quite the 

same science fiction imaginaries of dystopian or apocalyptic futures when they confront the 

possibility of a climate crisis” (p. 226). This becomes especially evident in the parts in The 

Marrow Thieves where Story is described. One of these examples is from the second part of 

Story, where Miigwan tells the following: 

The earth was broken. Too much taking for too damn long, so she finally broke. But 

she went out like a wild horse, bucking off as much as she could before lying down. A 

melting North meant the water levels rose and the weather changed. It changed to 

violence in some cases, building tsunamis, spinning tornados, crumbling earthquakes, 

and the shapes of countries were changed forever, whole coasts breaking off like crust. 

(p. 87) 

The tsunamis, tornados, and other catastrophes are part of the story Miigwan tells, but they do 

not form markers of time that indicate if events have taken place before or after these 

tragedies. They merely serve as examples of the effects of climate change, instead of them 

being the main focus. To illustrate the argument, standard cli-fi would focus on a specific 

drastic effect of climate change, for examples the aforementioned tsunami, tornado or 

earthquake, and build the story around that one event with a before, during, and after. Another 
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example of the Indigenous cyclical perspective on time in The Marrow Thieves is also a part 

of Story. Miigwan tells this as follows: 

The Water Wars raged on, moving north seeking our rives and bays, once our 

homelands were decimated and the water leeched and the people scattered, they 

moved on to the towns. […] Ironically, at the same time rivers were being sucked 

south and then east to the highest bidder, the North was melting. (p. 24-25) 

Again, this example illustrates the drastic effects of climate change that form an integral part 

of Story, but they are not the main focus with a ‘before’ and ‘after’. The Water Wars and its 

consequences serve definitely are significant, just like the other results of climate change, but 

the Indigenous perspective on time remains cyclical instead of linear. Life goes on, without a 

marked before or after the events. In conclusion, the Indigenous focus on the cyclicality of life 

is found in the descriptions of the effects of climate change in The Marrow Thieves, which is 

in contrast with the mainstream linear, cataclysmic displays of climate change. 

Nature as a Mirror: Reflections of Frenchie’s Personal Journey 

Through symbolism, different aspects of nature function as a mirror for Frenchie’s 

personal journey in The Marrow Thieves. To illustrate this argument, I present and explain 

several examples from the novel. These examples include Frenchie’s encounter with a guinea 

pig family and the rain and cold from the beginning of the journey, the fresh water that 

Frenchie and Rose find after losing Minerva to the Recruiters, and the snow when the group 

leaves Four Winds Resort. 

 The first example of nature functioning as a mirror for Frenchie, is when Frenchie 

encounters a family of guinea pigs that symbolize his family and their demise. After Frenchie 

loses his brother to the Recruiters, he walks the streets to head northeast, and encounters a 
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family of guinea pigs on a corner. He yells at them and threatens to make a ‘shish kebab’ of 

the male’s pups (baby guinea pigs), but regrets it immediately: 

I didn’t mean it. I looked at their round eyes, wet and watching but not nervous 

enough for the threat of a human. Their dad was there, after all, they knew they were 

safe. I felt tears collecting behind my own eyes like sand in a windstorm. I opened my 

mouth … to say what? To apologize to a group of guinea pigs? To explain that I hadn’t 

meant what I’d said? To let them know I just missed my family? A small sob escaped 

instead. (p. 8) 

The family of guinea pigs reflects Frenchie’s own family and feelings of loss. At first, he 

takes out his feelings on the animals, but then he quickly realises that he does not mean this 

and starts to feel guilty. The pups make him think of himself and his brother being protected 

by their father: “[t]their dad was there, after all, they knew they were safe” (p. 8). The loss of 

his family rises to the surface as the family of guinea pigs serve as a symbol for his own 

family. Additionally, on a definition level of the word, ‘guinea pig’ is described in the 

Cambridge Dictionary (n.d.) as “a person used in a scientific test, for example to discover the 

effect of a drug on humans”. When this definition is related back to the story, Frenchie’s 

family, up until that point, has been taken from him for the purpose of experimenting on them 

in the schools for extracting their bone marrow. So, the guinea pig family is a reflection of his 

family, while the definition of the word also symbolizes their demise. 

The second example of nature serving as a reflection of Frenchie’s personal journey is 

the scene where Frenchie and Rose find a fresh water source. In order to understand the 

emotional reflection water offers in Frenchie’s journey, it is important to consider the 

symbolic meaning of water. Andrew T. Kozich et al. (2018) discuss the perspective on water 

resources among Anishinaabe and non-native residents of the Great Lakes region in their 



den Bekker 4617509 / 44 
 

article. They explain that from the interviews for their research, it is the case that Anishinaabe 

people still consider water to be sacred, a life-giver, and it being a vital part of their creation 

and migration stories. Kyle P. Whyte (Potawatomi) (2014) also writes about the significance 

of water to the Anishinaabe in his article Indigenous Women, Climate Change Impacts, and 

Collective Action, using McGregor’s Indigenous research on water from at least 2001 to 2010. 

Water is part of the Anishinaabe creation story, where, similar as mentioned in Kozich et al.’s 

work, it is considered a source and life-giving. Additionally, Whyte explains how McGregor 

describes the connection of Anishinaabe women to water, of which a part says: “[i]n her 

published work, women are described as and attest to having responsibilities within 

ceremonies […], responsibilities to attend to the quality of water, responsibilities to develop 

and pass on the knowledge of water and its stewardship to younger generations” (p. 606). The 

relation between Anishinaabe women and water is much more complex than can be conveyed 

in a short summary of the significance of water to the Anishinaabe; for more information the 

work of McGregor is referred to (2001, 2005, 2009, 2012). 

 The scene where Frenchie and Rose find a fresh water source is exposed to a deeper 

meaning when the information of the Anishinaabe’s relation to water is taken into 

consideration. Them and the group have just lost one of their elders, Minerva, and their 

youngest member, RiRi. Everyone feels devastated because of the bereavement, which 

Frenchie accurately summarizes: “[e]verything was different. We were faster without our 

youngest and oldest, but now we were without deep roots, without the acute need to protect 

and make better” (p. 154). The connection with Minerva made the group rooted, and RiRi 

inspired them to protect and keep going for a better world. Rose invites Frenchie to go 

looking for mushrooms, and he decides to join in. They head into the forest, but Rose abruptly 

comes to a halt as she smells water: 
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I followed her to the smell of water, ecstatic, almost crazed with hope and the small 

bundle that was building to a fire in my chest. […] Her voice was high with 

excitement. “Water, real water. And I saw a fish right there.” She pointed somewhere 

in the middle where the water tore into frills around rocks. (p. 157) 

It is very fitting that Rose is the one to find water, bearing in mind the connection of 

Anishinaabe women to water as described in the work of Kozich et al., Whyte, and McGregor. 

Anishinaabe women are responsible for water in many ways in their communities; with the 

post-apocalyptic world of The Marrow Thieves it is a rare occasion to find a fresh water 

source, so it is reflective of Anishinaabe traditions for Rose to be the one to find it. Frenchie is 

overcome by emotions when they find the water: 

I fell to my knees, crunching into the early spring crust of leaves and dirt, laughing. It 

was too much. It was too much. Her and the bundle I carried for her and the water and 

the bush and everything. Everything made to ache and splinter and seek and throb by 

the loss of our parents, our homes, our words, our Elder and our RiRi, our safety. (p. 

158) 

Frenchie is overcome by an array of emotions of everything that he has lost, but also by the 

feeling of love for Rose. The symbolic meaning of water in Anishinaabe culture reflects 

Frenchie’s personal journey: the sacred, life-giving water is a source of life on earth, and with 

Frenchie’s emotions spilling over, he connects with his own source and core. When 

considering a more general approach to the symbolism of water, this scene also aligns with 

Frenchie’s personal journey. According to the Literary Devices (n.d.) website, water in 

literature “symbolizes the concepts of life, purification, and transformation. Water’s fluid 

nature and ability to flow and adapt make it a symbol of change and renewal”. These 

symbolisms accurately reflect Frenchie’s personal journey, because losing two members of his 
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group transforms him into a different version of himself. This transformation takes place over 

the course of the novel, but the loss of his group members definitely is one of the most 

important catalysts for change. 

 The last example of nature as a reflection of Frenchie’s personal journey is the snow 

after the group leaves the Four Winds Resort. Snow has a variety of symbolic associations in 

literature, it is associated with innocence, purity, flexibility, change, temporariness, and 

hibernation. On the other hand it also represents death and negative emotions (Symbolism and 

Metaphor, n.d.). Frenchie and his group have had a period of rest at the Four Winds Resort 

and decide to continue their journey. When they go outside, they see the start of the snowfall: 

Snow fell in a light dusting now. It looked like glitter scraped from the underside of 

clouds by the scrubby top branches of the pines. The skeletons of the green trees 

curved under the elegant weight of the snow, bowing and twisting like ribbons in the 

wind. “Last snow of the season. Late, too. Damn seasons poke into one another with 

this new Earth.” (p. 91-92) 

The snow in this specific section links to several symbolic meanings. The first symbolic 

meaning is innocence, because this scene eventually leads up to the loss of RiRi and Minerva. 

It needs to be said that what Frenchie has been through so far definitely does not make him 

undamaged, but the biggest losses for him and the group in the novel centre around the death 

of those two characters. The snow therefore represents a form of innocence, or so to say, a 

‘silence before the storm’. In this line of thought, the snow also represents the temporariness 

of the situation, because the group will only remain complete for a short amount of time after 

the scene. The negative representations of death and negative emotions are equally fitting as a 

reflection of Frenchie’s personal journey if the snow is interpreted as a foreshadowing of the 

events to come. The symbolism of death and negative emotions become even more evident a 
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little later in the journey, as only a few paragraphs apart the story describes how the snow is 

becoming more intense, followed by an indication that everything is about to change. That 

change, the reader later learns, is the incident that is the cause of RiRi’s death. 

Miig was wrong about that last gust of winter. A week later and we were on our fifth 

day of constant snow. It was the kind of wet snow that’s almost rain and hits you 

heavy. […] Something had to change, and soon. And then one day it did. Forever. (p. 

111) 

The intensity of the snow is a symbolic indication for the approaching death of RiRi and 

Minerva. Frenchie wishes for change in these hard circumstances, as they have trouble staying 

warm and healthy., but the change that happened was not the one he wished for. The part in 

the novel that follows is where they lose RiRi due to a confrontation with another group. In 

conclusion, through symbolism, different aspects of nature function as a mirror for Frenchie’s 

personal journey in The Marrow Thieves. 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has shown that Lauren and Frenchie have their own unique perspective 

on how to engage with nature, which is one of the main aspects that make the novels unique 

compared to mainstream climate fiction. Lauren’s perspective on how to engage with nature is 

through cultivation and temporary stewardship. For Frenchie it is through healing the land, 

cyclical temporality, and symbolism.  

In Parable of the Sower, Lauren makes clear that she believes mankind should take 

responsibility for the climate change they have caused, and have an active attitude towards 

living with the consequences. Lauren thinks the best course of action is creating an Earthseed 

community, which is reflective of Black agrarianism from the 1960s and 1970s. When 
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analysing Black agrarianism philosophy, it becomes clear that the Earthseed community 

partly and temporarily helps nature. The community helps only partly, because their 

interaction with nature can go both ways. On the one hand, depending on how far the 

community takes the cultivation of nature through human labour, they can either take too 

much or take just what they need. Since the Earthseed verses are not explicit about their 

perspective on creating the value of nature through human labour, the outcome is not clear. 

On the other hand, the community also potentially engages with more environmentally 

supporting acts. These acts include improving or maintaining the quality of the soil, learning 

from the connection with the earth through cultivation, and sustaining nature as a place of 

refuge or escape. I ended the analysis of the first case study with the argument that Lauren 

takes on the role of temporary stewardship with her Earthseed community. She takes care of 

the land until she can fulfil her end goal, which is settling in space with her community. 

 The analysis of the second case study, The Marrow Thieves, starts with an explanation 

of why I argue that Indigenous people’s ecological footprint is smaller compared to others. 

They have not engaged in the destruction that has been inflicted on the environment, and have 

been the victims of ongoing violence against their people. Despite their suffering, their deep 

care for their homelands and nature still remains. Through cyclical temporality, Indigenous 

people believe in healing the land, and taking responsibility for future generations. The crises 

they have endured do not indicate the end, there is always a path towards healing. In regards 

to describing climate change, Indigenous descriptions of the decline of the earth are different 

to mainstream displays of climate change. Instead of a focus on a climate disaster with a clear 

‘before’ and ‘after’, Indigenous people apply the aforementioned belief in the cyclicality of 

life. This becomes clear through examples from Story, where climate disasters form part of 

the story and are not the main focus. I end the case study with an explanation of why I argue 

that through symbolism, different aspects of nature function as a mirror for Frenchie’s 
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personal journey. This mirroring effect applies to his emotions, Anishinaabe culture, and 

foreshadowing of events that happen later in the novel. 

 This chapter adds to the answer to the research question, which I repeat here: To what 

extent do Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower and Cherie Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves 

challenge the future imaginaries of mainstream climate fiction? The novels offer a unique 

perspective on nature and how to engage with it and the effects of climate change. They are 

not simply stories of the aftermath of a climate disaster like many standard cli-fi novels; 

instead they are thought-provoking narratives, packed with cultural significance and historical 

relevance. 
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Chapter 4: Alternative Belief Systems 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the protagonists from Parable of the Sower and 

The Marrow Thieves each have their unique perspective on how to engage with nature; 

through cultivation and temporary stewardship (Parable of the Sower) or through healing, 

cyclical temporality, and symbolism (The Marrow Thieves). In this chapter I analyse how 

these perspectives on nature are based on the protagonists’ belief systems; I argue that Lauren 

lives by the rules of her self-established religion called Earthseed, and that Frenchie and the 

Anishinaabe people live in accordance with a concept called ‘collective continuance’. 

I start the chapter with a discussion of Parable of the Sower, where I argue that 

Lauren’s outlook on nature has its basis in her self-established religion called Earthseed. 

Hereby I illustrate how Earthseed came into existence and what its principles entail. Next, I 

continue with a discussion of The Marrow Thieves, where I demonstrate that Frenchie’s 

outlook on nature is based on collective continuance, which I explain and illustrate with 

examples. In the last section I argue that Odds Against Tomorrow engages with religious ideas 

through framing Mitchell as a prophet and through the last chapter with religious overtones.  I 

end the chapter with a conclusion, where I summarize the arguments and compare the two 

belief systems. 

Earthseed: God is Change and an Earthseed Space Colony 

 In this section I suggest that Lauren’s self-established religion Earthseed takes shape in 

the first part of Parable of the Sower, consisting of two main principles: ‘God is Change’ and 

the goal that entails settling in space.  

The second chapter of the novel describes how Lauren agrees to be baptized, not 

because she believes in God, but because she wants to please her father, a Baptist minister.  
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She stopped believing in ‘his God’ when she was around twelve years old, and slowly starts 

developing her own perspective on who or what God is, and what kind of control God has on 

the world and human lives - if God has any control at all. Almost a year after the baptism, 

Lauren comes up with the name for her belief system: Earthseed. She describes this 

realisation as follows: 

Sometimes naming a thing – giving it a name or discovering its name – helps one to 

begin to understand it. Knowing the name of a thing and knowing what that thing is 

for gives me even more of a handle on it. The particular God-is-Change belief system 

that seems right to me will be called Earthseed. (p. 73) 

In the following year, she further develops her belief and focus, and even though she tries to 

let it go for the sake of her father, it keeps a hold on her. She also starts to realize more and 

more that her community is reaching its end, and that in order to further develop Earthseed, 

she needs to go outside the community walls: “[t]o begin Earthseed, I’ll have to go outside. 

I’ve known that for a long time, but the idea scares me just as much as it always has” (p. 116). 

Within the relative safety of the community, she cannot develop Earthseed the way she 

envisions. She plans on marrying her boyfriend Curtis and travel North with him, but due to 

the attack on the community, she is forced to go without Curtis. On her way to the North, she 

gains new travelling companions, and among them recruits her first Earthseed-followers. One 

of her travelling companions, Bankole, who later becomes her lover, has a plot of land in the 

North, where Lauren gets the permission to start the first Earthseed community. 

 Lauren’s belief system is based on two main principles, which are the belief that God 

equals change, and that the destiny of Earthseed is to go to space and settle there. Lauren 

records information and insights about Earthseed in the book she calls “Earthseed: The Books 

of the Living”. It is a collection of earlier notes and insights about Earthseed, which Lauren 
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refers to as ‘discoveries’, because she does not feel like she has to make anything up; instead, 

she discovers the truth, her truth:  

I’ve never felt that I was making any of this up – not the name, not Earthseed, not any 

of it. I mean, I’ve never felt that it was anything other than real: discovery rather than 

invention, exploration rather than creation. (p. 74) 

The first main principle of Earthseed is stated repeatedly in the novel, with one of them as a 

verse in the Earthseed book: 

All that you touch, 

You Change. 

All that you Change, 

Changes you. 

The only lasting truth 

Is Change. 

God 

Is Change. (p. 75) 

One of these changes, as discussed in the previous chapter, is that humankind has changed the 

climate of the earth. Lauren is of the opinion that most people think they simply have to wait 

for the world to return back to normal. She strongly disagrees, and thinks people should 

embrace the change and take action in reshaping their lives. 
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The second principle, Lauren words as follows: “Earthlife maturing, Earthlife 

preparing to fall away from the parent world. We are Earthlife preparing to take root in new 

ground, Earthlife fulfilling its purpose, its promise, its Destiny” (p. 141). In other words, after 

life on Earth is no longer possible, or close to impossible, the Earthseed community will 

venture into space and leave Earth permanently. This suggests that nature can be used as a 

tool: the community uses the resources to feed themselves until they leave Earth and settle in 

space. 

 When asked how to be a good Earthseed member, Lauren answers that the essentials 

are “[…] to learn to shape God with forethought, care, and work; to educate and benefit their 

community, their families, and themselves; and to contribute to the fulfilment of the Destiny” 

(p. 246). Working for their community, families, and themselves, seems to mainly take place 

on the land: cultivating the land in an agrarian Earthseed community. 

 To conclude, Lauren’s self-established religion Earthseed takes shape in the first part 

of novel, and that it consists of the main principles ‘God is Change’ and the final goal of 

settling in space. 

Collective Continuance 

I suggest that Frenchie’s outlook on nature is based on collective continuance, which 

consists of three Anishinaabe intellectual traditions. I illustrate this argument by an 

explanation of the concept of collective continuance, and examples from The Marrow 

Thieves. 

Collective continuance is an important part of Anishinaabe beliefs concerning nature. 

Kyle P. Whyte (Potawatomi) (2018b) in his article Settler Colonialism, Ecology, and 

Environmental Injustice encompasses this concept in three Anishinaabe intellectual traditions, 
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namely: “interdependent relationships, systems of responsibilities, and migration” (p. 126). I 

explain and exemplify these three traditions below. It is important to note that Whyte clarifies 

that when he refers to Anishinaabe intellectual traditions, he refers to Ojibwe, Potawatomi, 

Odawa, and Mississauga and related peoples (p. 126). 

Starting with interdependence, or interdependent relationships, this term “includes a 

sense of identity associated with the environment and a sense of responsibility to care for the 

environment” (p. 127). An important aspect of interdependence is the acknowledgement that 

non-humans are equally important as humans. Whyte describes this as follows: “there is also 

no privileging of humans as unique in having agency or intelligence, so one’s identity and 

caretaking responsibility as a human includes the philosophy that nonhumans have their own 

agency, spirituality, knowledge, and intelligence” (p. 127). This responsibility is to be carried 

out through reciprocity, which, in short, is giving back to the earth once you take or use 

something. Reciprocity comes in many forms, for example in the form of giving energy and 

attention to something or more literally in the sense of planting a seed for a crop that has been 

harvested. An example of interdependent relationships and reciprocity from The Marrow 

Thieves is the scene where Frenchie is hunting in the woods and encounters a moose. The 

group is divided for the day into Hunters and Homesteaders, and Frenchie heads out with the 

Hunters. He walks Southeast for about an hour, and settles down in the nook of a felled tree 

with his rifle, where he waits for prey. After a while, Frenchie encounters a moose. He focuses 

on the task at hand, but then he makes eye contact with the moose: 

I swallowed hard, aiming, fingers exact and stiff. He was so frigging big. It was like he 

was a hundred years old, like he watched all of this happened. Imagine being here 

through it all – the wars, the sickness, the earthquakes, the schools – only to come to 

this? […] (p. 49) 
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Frenchie considers the advantages of shooting the animal: status, materials to make gear with, 

and food. But he also realizes they would have to waste a lot of the meat. These 

considerations are followed by Frenchie seeing himself through the eyes of the moose. Then 

he decides: “I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t let it come to this, not for him and not for me” (p. 50). 

Frenchie’s compassion and consideration about the fate of the moose is an example of said 

interdependent relationships and reciprocity. He does not consider himself to be more 

important than the animal, they are equals, which is an important characteristic of 

interdependent relationships; non-humans are equally important to humans. Reciprocity also 

comes to the forefront in this scene, because Frenchie realises he cannot reciprocate the offer 

the moose would make to give its life; the group could never use all of the animal products in 

a respectful manner, so it would be a wasteful, non-reciprocal act to kill the moose. 

The second aspect of the explanation of collective continuance, systems of 

responsibilities, refers to relationships where reciprocity is needed. According to Whyte, there 

are four main characteristics of systems of responsibilities, which I illustrate below. These 

four main characteristics include seasonal round, gender, binary gender systems, and 

government and diplomacy. Seasonal round is explained by Whyte as “a type of governance 

in which the major social, cultural, economic, and political institutions of a society shift in 

shape, size, and organizational structure throughout the year” (p. 128). In other words, it is a 

systematic way of governing life in accordance with the different seasons. Regarding gender, 

people who identify as women have different roles in Anishinaabe systems of responsibilities 

instead of just the role of the wife and mother in the patriarchal society and marriage. Their 

roles included, for example, leadership and experts of specific topics. A character from The 

Marrow Thieves that illustrates aspects of the role of women in Anishinaabe culture is 

Minerva. Minerva is one of the Elders of Frenchie’s group, and a keeper of knowledge. This 
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knowledge comes to the forefront when she is captured and experimented on to extract her 

bone marrow: 

That’s when she called on her blood memory, her teachings, her ancestors. […] As it 

turns out, every dream Minerva had ever dreamed was in the language. It was her gift, 

her secrets, her plan. She’d collected the dreams like bright beads on a string of nights 

that wound around her each day, every day until this one. (p. 172-173) 

Through this scene it becomes clear that Minerva has been a keeper of knowledge all along, in 

the form of blood memory, her ancestors, language, and her dreams in the language. Also, the 

focus on a binary gender system is not present in Anishinaabe intellectual traditions, instead, 

the focus is to “embrace gender diversity and fluidity” (p. 128). The diversity and fluidity are 

embedded in Anishinaabe languages as well as culture.  

The third main characteristic of systems of responsibilities concerns “government and 

diplomacy across different peoples” (Whyte, p. 129). This involves treaties, justice, customs, 

and conventions. An example of this characteristic is the Council in The Marrow Thieves, 

which has been active since before the schools and the experiments on Indigenous people. 

The Council consists of representatives from different Indigenous communities, of which 

some have been part of the Council for a longer time while others have just joined. The reader 

is first introduced extensively to the current Council when Frenchie’s group finds the 

Indigenous community in the cave in a hill: 

“This is the Council, what’s left of the original one and newer members we’ve picked 

up along the way.” Dad went clockwise around the table. “Clarence, Cree from the old 

prairies territory. Mint, Anishinaabe from south in America. Bullet, she’s Inuit. Jo-Jo is 

Salish and came to us just last month. […] General is Haudenosaunee and Migmaw. 
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And Rebecca is Ho-Chunk, also from across the border. Seven of us all together.” (p. 

169) 

The Council first intended to go to the capital to try to reason with the people in power, to 

make it clear to them that what they were doing to Indigenous people was not the right 

solution to the problems. “They had this crazy notion that there was goodness left, that 

someone, somewhere, would see just how insane this whole school thing was. That they could 

dialogue” (p. 141), is how Miig describes the Council’s prior mission when he met them in 

the past. Unfortunately, the Council could not change the minds of the people in power. 

 Migration is the last main characteristic of collective continuance. Whyte notes that he 

does not intend to highlight or normalize a specific type of mobility, but instead aims to 

discuss the organization of societies that fit best with the ecological and social situation (p. 

129). The aforementioned characteristics of relationships of interdependence and systems of 

responsibility “arise from contexts of change and transformation. A key idea is that 

relationships that are constantly shifting do not sacrifice the possibility of continuity” (Whyte, 

p. 129). In other words, these relationships are formed by change and do not negatively affect 

any possibility of continuity. The ecological and social dynamics that are part of migration 

connect back to seasonal round governance, which “involve[s] migratory concepts such as 

transformation, cyclical time (in the sense of spiraling time), and shape-shifting” (p. 130). 

These types of migratory concepts are examples of the Anishinaabe constantly adapting to 

change. Temporality is part of migration, because, in the words of Whyte, “[t]ime is also 

understood as in motion” (p. 130). Time facilitates change and transformation. The Marrow 

Thieves has a constant reoccurring pattern of migration; it is present in Story as well as in 

Frenchie’s personal journey. Frenchie’s mother encompasses the focus on voluntary and 

involuntary migration when she says: 



den Bekker 4617509 / 58 
 

There were generations in our family where all we did was move. First by choice, then 

every time the black cars came from town and burned out our homes along the 

roadside. Now the cars are here again. Only now, they’re white vans. (p. 11) 

She refers to the same events that Miigwan tells in Story, which have been discussed in 

chapter two of the thesis. The Indigenous characters in The Marrow Thieves are familiar with 

all the mentioned examples of migration, physical migration to different places, but also 

cyclical time and shape-shifting in the sense of adapting to their current circumstances 

throughout the novel. 

Hence, Frenchie’s outlook on nature is based on collective continuance, which consists 

of three Anishinaabe intellectual traditions. I have illustrated each of these traditions with 

examples from the novel. 

Odds Against Tomorrow: Mitchell as The Prophet 

 In this section I argue that Odds Against Tomorrow engages with religious ideas 

through framing Mitchell as a prophet and through the last chapter with religious overtones. 

After the climate disasters that hit New York City, Mitchell and his colleague Jane leave the 

city in a canoe. Mitchell and Jane decide to quit FutureWorld, the business where they used to 

work and where they predicted the coming disasters. Jane comes up with the idea to start a 

new business with the two of them to make use of the ‘success’ of Mitchell’s predictions, 

because he now gets a lot of media attention: 

“Every scenario we presented to our clients, you created. You did the research. Most 

important, you were the one who scared the bejesus out of all those Nybusters we met 

with.” “Thanks. You were pretty scary yourself.” “Glad you think so. Because now 

that you’re the director of Future Days, I was hoping you might consider hiring a 

number two.” (p. 205) 
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Mitchell is even referred to as a prophet in the media, as well as in person, because 

FutureWorld is the only company that predicted the disasters that hit the city: “But you – 

you’re the so-called Prophet. And you’re telling me that you don’t know what’s happening?” 

(p. 247). After they have stayed in a refugee camp while waiting to return to the city, Mitchell 

and Jane decide to part ways. Mitchell starts a self-sufficient life, while Jane returns to the 

city to run Future Days. The last chapter of the novel shows how Mitchell is living when Jane 

visits him. This is where the religious overtones can be observed, because Mitchell’s 

appearance and living conditions are resemblant of a classic prophet or that of a hermit. His 

appearance is uncared for, he is dirty, and has become completely isolated from society. He 

lives in an atrium far away from the rest of the world. Jane observes:  

Mitchell’s appearance had alarmed her; he had not looked good. The most disturbing 

thing was the beard. It was full and wild, getting into the corners of his mouth, and it 

was coming in white. Now he really looked the part of a mad old oracle, she told them 

back at the office. Like Tiresias himself, frail and muttering and blind. (p. 294) 

The stereotypical white beard and unkempt appearance are resemblant of how an old, wise 

prophet could look, and in combination with his isolated living conditions this suggests that 

the chapter has religious overtones. 

 The two case studies are very different from Odds Against Tomorrow, and form a 

noticeable contrast. From Mitchell’s role as a prophet it can be inferred that he, before he 

became a hermit, is perceived as a ‘white saviour’ by the people in his society. He is 

supposedly able to predict all disasters and possibly save many people by doing that. This role 

is in contrast with Lauren and Frenchie’s worldviews, where there is no saviour, let alone a 

white saviour. Their worldviews are focused on taking action as a person, without some form 

of a prophet who predicts the fate of the earth. Besides that, the concept of a ‘white saviour’ 

can be considered as problematic in the context of the histories of minority groups. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter I have analysed how the protagonists’ perspectives on nature are based 

on their different belief systems; I have argued that Lauren lives by the rules of her self-

established religion called Earthseed, and that Frenchie and the Anishinaabe people live in 

accordance with a concept called ‘collective continuance’, respectively.  

 In the section about Earthseed, I have illustrated how Earthseed came into existence, 

and that it has two main principles, namely ‘God is Change’, and the final goal of leaving the 

earth and settling in space. In the section about The Marrow Thieves, I have explained how 

collective continuance is the term that is used to encompass three Anishinaabe intellectual 

traditions. These traditions include interdependent relationships, systems of responsibilities, 

and migration. On the one hand, the three main characteristics of collective continuance focus 

on maintaining an equal, reciprocal relationship with nature. On the other hand, Earthseed 

mainly focuses on engaging with nature as a tool, something that can be used when required 

until it is no longer of use. I inferred this from the novel due to the fact that Lauren intends to 

use the land of the Earthseed community to grow the necessary food for the community until 

they are ready to leave this planet and settle in space. Nature functions as a tool for Lauren, 

because it feeds her community until she plans on leaving. 

In the last section I presented that Odds Against Tomorrow engages with religious 

ideas through framing Mitchell as a prophet and through the last chapter with religious 

overtones. The role of Mitchell in his society as a prophet, or as a suggested ‘white saviour,’ is 

very different compared to the two case studies. The two case studies, as discussed in this 

conclusion, focus on taking action themselves, instead of relying on a prophet to predict the 

future. Besides that, a ‘white saviour’ character can be considered as problematic in the 

context of the histories of minority groups.  
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Through the unique belief systems that are displayed in Parable of the Sower and The 

Marrow Thieves, the novels offer a different perspective on how to engage with nature and the 

effects of climate change. The two case studies offer alternative ways on how protagonists 

shape their belief systems and act upon them. 
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Conclusion 

With this thesis, I have set out to answer the following research question: To what 

extent do Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower and Cherie Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves 

challenge the future imaginaries of mainstream climate fiction? In the introduction I have 

stated my hypothesis, namely that the two novels provide a different perspective on the 

cataclysmic, apocalyptic events that are typically present in Western climate change novels. 

 In chapter 1, I have discussed the necessary background information concerning the 

topic of climate change fiction, information about the authors of the case studies, and the 

publication history of the novels. Climate change fiction emerged in 2013, and with that 

provided a medium to express the concerns about climate change in the Anthropocene. 

Butler’s work was published earlier, but is now also labelled as climate fiction. In her time it 

was often considered science fiction or speculative fiction. Writing fiction about climate 

change comes with its challenges. One of these challenges is climate injustice, and more 

specifically diversity and representational issues. 

 Chapter 2 argued that the protagonists from Parable of the Sower and The Marrow 

Thieves each have characteristics that make them unique, and therefore different from 

mainstream climate protagonists. I have compared the protagonists with an example of a 

mainstream cli-fi protagonist, namely Mitchell Zuckor from Odds Against Tomorrow. 

Contrary to Mitchell, Lauren and Frenchie bring new perspectives to the genre, and make it 

more diverse and inclusive. Lauren is a unique protagonist because of her gender performance 

and her hyperempathy syndrome. For Frenchie these characteristics are his Anishinaabe 

ancestry, the violence against his people, the use of Story in his culture, his coming-to story, 

and his relation with his native language. 
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 Chapter 3 argued that Lauren and Frenchie’s unique perspectives on how to engage 

with nature challenge the future imaginaries of cli-fi. Their perspective can be summarized as 

follows: Lauren engages with nature through cultivation and temporary stewardship, and 

Frenchie through healing, cyclical temporality, and symbolism. Lauren believes that 

humankind should take responsibility and action, and is of the opinion that creating an 

agrarian Earthseed community is the way forward. As I suggested, intentions of this 

community are reflective of Black agrarianism from the 1960s and 1970s. Through the lens of 

Black agrarianism philosophy, the community partly and temporarily helps nature. This, in 

turn, is reflective of temporary stewardship. Frenchie and the Anishinaabe people have a 

smaller ecological footprint compared to others, and despite the violence against their people 

they still care deeply for their homelands and nature. Anishinaabe beliefs include cyclical 

temporality, through which they believe in healing the land. Their view on temporality is also 

visible in the descriptions of climate change: instead of the Western linear worldview with a 

focus on one catastrophic climate disaster with a before and after, the Anishinaabe people 

consider this event as part of cyclical time. Also, the novel shows that through symbolism, 

different aspects of nature form a mirror for Frenchie’s personal journey. 

 The last chapter argued that the protagonists’ perspective on nature are based on their 

belief systems: Lauren lives by the rules of Earthseed, while Frenchie and the Anishinaabe 

live in accordance with collective continuance. The main principles of Earthseed include ‘God 

is change’ and the eventual goal of leaving the earth and settling in space. Collective 

continuance, in summary, consists of three Anishinaabe intellectual traditions. These 

traditions are interdependent relationships, systems of responsibilities, and migration. 

Meanwhile, Odds Against Tomorrow presents the protagonist as a prophet or ‘white saviour’ 

in his own society, which is in contrast with the worldviews and belief systems of the two 

case studies. Through the unique belief systems of Lauren and Frenchie, the novels challenge 



den Bekker 4617509 / 64 
 

the future imaginaries of mainstream climate fiction. The novels are a breath of fresh air in 

climate fiction discourse and show alternative ways of shaping one’s belief system in 

challenging circumstances. 

 My hypothesis has proven to be true, because the two case studies do indeed provide a 

different perspective on the cataclysmic and apocalyptic events that are dominant in Western 

cli-fi novels. Through diverse protagonists with unique belief systems and perspectives on 

how to engage with nature and the effects of climate change, the novels provide a very 

necessary addition to climate fiction discourse. The writers of the genre can take the two case 

studies as examples, and hopefully make the discourse more diverse and inclusive with 

perspectives and voices that need to be heard. 

 For future research concerning these case studies, I suggest approaching the analysis 

from even more angles; for instance by including the protagonists’ perspectives on non-

human beings. Besides, I propose more of a focus on different case studies that are also 

inclusive and diverse, especially from authors that are themselves Indigenous or people of 

colour. I suggest, for example, the authors N.K. Jemisin (African American), Alexis Wright 

(Waanyi), and Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg). Also, research 

that highlights the shortcomings of the genre can help to improve its inclusivity and diversity. 
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